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The Essence of Swordsmanship 


The Essence of Swordsmanship 


What is the Essence of Swordsmanship? Let us answer this question, from the feudal 
Japanese perspective, by using quotes from the swordsmen themselves. There seem 
to be two schools of thought on the matter; the practical, and the zen-influenced. 


The Practical... 


Nagahara Inosuke, a great swordsman said “the essence of swordsmanship consists 
in giving yourself up altogether to the business of striking down the opponent.” 


Samurai general Kenshin Uesugi (1530-78), told his troops to “Go to the battlefield 
firmly confident of victory and you will come home with no wounds whatsoever”. 


Kiyomasa Kato (1562-1611) said that “The warrior’s intention should be simply to 
grasp his sword and to die”. 


Miyamoto Musashi (1584-1645), founder of the Niten Ichi-ryu_ said that “To be swayed 
neither by the opponent nor by his sword is the essence of swordsmanship’. 


Ito Ittosai Kagehisa (1560-1653) founder of the Itto-ryu believed that the essence of 
swordsmanship could be stated in a simple phrase, itto sunawachi banto, “one sword 
[technique] gives rise to ten thousand sword [technique]s”. 


The Zen Influenced... 


Yagyu Munenori. (1571-1646), official kenjitsu teacher to three Tokugawa shoguns 
said “Conquering evil, not the opponent, is the essence of swordsmanship.” This was 
no doubt as a result of the influence of his Zen teacher, the priest Takuan Soho (1573- 
1645) who taught him that if you “Conquer the self and you will conquer the opponent. 


” 


Though Yamaoka Tesshu (1836-1888), a Zen master as well as being a sword master 
stated that “The true essence of swordsmanship is like the willow blowing in the gentle 
breeze”, he also said, “The end of our Way of the sword is to be fearless when 
confronting our inner enemies and our outer enemies” 


This Buddhist concept gave rise to an expression popular in modern-day laido circles 
which relates that “The essence of swordsmanship lies in its perfection. It does not 
mean to cut the enemy, but rather to “strike down” the enemy within oneself”. This 
concept is drawn from the bodhisattva’s Manjusri and Fudo Myo both of whom wield 
their swords of wisdom to cut away ignorance and any other obstructions on the path 
to enlightenment. 


In Summary... 


In order for a swordsman to have the best chance of success he must incorporate all 
of these statements. He must be technically proficient and know himself. He must 
have the confidence of a samurai mind-set while simultaneously letting go of all 
thought. 


Like Nagahara Inosuke advises, he must not forget that his ultimate purpose as a 
warrior is to neutralize the opponent. Following the lead of General Uesugi he must 
enter the fray with supreme confidence that he will come out unscathed, but 
acknowledge as Kato suggests that he may die and have no fear of that. Like Musashi 
advises he must not allow the opponent to psych him out, physically or mentally. And 
taking Ito’s advice he must have a complete understanding of all of the technical 
basics, such as; maai(distancing), hyoshi/choshi (timing/rhythm), hasuji ( “blade line,” 
trajectory / targeting), and kurai (mental and physical preparedness), in order that he 
may transcend them and be free. But what is this path to freedom? 


Musashi tells us that “The Way is in Training”. Tesshu relates that if you “Practice day 
and night and you will attain the state of no-enemy”. The path of the warrior is a life- 
long pursuit, and sometimes attaining mastery is just a matter of staying on the path. 


Keep Training my friends, | know | intend to. 
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